In spring 2004, three administrators co-developed and co-taught an honors seminar called "Life Choices: The Search for Meaning." This article describes the development and content of the course and includes student quotes to show the depth and breadth of learning. One student stated, "I certainly enjoyed the seminar, and consider it one of the highlights with the Honors Program. College is a time when many students start thinking on their own and breaking away from what their parents told them to believe. In the end, they might go back to that belief, but they are given the chance to make the choice on their own." _____________________________________________ "Throughout my life, I have found that I have had to leave many people behind, and break many bonds that we formed together. I know, however, that this happens for a reason and the entrance and ultimate exit of someone in my life is because their influence has been made and they must continue influencing others, as I must do as well." "This capstone project is not finished because I am not finished and I am not perfect" "It is the relationships in life that matter and my life experiences have taught me
"I did not know that much of myself even though I am myself" "As we continue talking about the hero's journey, I hope and predict that our journey will become clearer, and perhaps with significant exposure to the journeys of others and how their lives were moved, we will be prepared for our own." hese quotes are from students who completed the "Life Choices: The Search for Meaning Honors Seminar" at the University of West Florida in spring 2004. The course was codeveloped and co-taught by the university president, executive vice president, and vice president for student affairs. The director of the University Honors Program inspired the instructors to develop a course that would challenge Honors students to think about meaning in life, and to appreciate the various ways that meaning has been expressed in texts, film, and music. The Honors Program at UWF has long fostered innovative courses and teaching, and this course was created in this tradition.
T
The final course structure evolved over a series of meetings among the instructors and the director of the Honors Program. By sharing and discussing a broad range of possibilities, the group eventually reached a consensus that the overall structure would approximate the hero's journey as described by Joseph Campbell in his book The Hero with a Thousand Faces. Additionally, the team decided that as a result of the various areas of content expertise among the team, three levels of analysis would be examined in terms of individuals' search for meaning: personal/individual, interpersonal, and societal. As the unifying structure of the course, the journey became the thread that connected both the weekly topics and the different levels of analysis. It was agreed that Campbell's journey arc would be discussed in five parts (The Call, Threshold, Hell 1, Hell 2, and Atonement), with each of the instructors addressing his or her respective level of analysis in each part.
Once the basic structure of the course was created, each instructor developed content and learning goals for each of the five class meetings he or she would lead. The course content, readings, assignments, and capstone project ideas were shared with all team members for comments. A final syllabus was created that incorporated the learning goals and assignments, and each instructor assessed all written projects. In addition to the readings, the students were required to complete five reflection papers to integrate the course readings, discussions, and activities. The papers also incorporated their individual journeys through each of the five parts, (The Call, Threshold, Hell 1, Hell 2, and Atonement) in relationship to myth. In addition, the students completed a "lifeline" project during the term and summarized their search for meaning with a capstone project.
______________________________________________________________________________ Life Choices 3
The instructors and students agreed that the course was inspiring and met its learning objectives of challenging the students to search for meaning in their lives in the context of the hero's journey and myth. One student noted, I found the course to be extremely enlightening. What struck me most is that many of the lessons we studied were extremely apparent, but only after stepping back and looking for them. After the course, I found myself wondering how some people live their lives so mechanically, without a thought towards their actions or words.
Another student described the course by saying, The classical idea of myth, the traditional story of ostensibly historical events serves to unfold part of the world view of a people, or to explain a belief, practice, or natural phenomenon. Because the point of a myth is to have a moral or profound insight, I feel as though every portion of this class has been tied back to a myth in some form or fashion by showcasing the struggles that each character goes through as they search for their own meaning in life. I see all of their strengths, weaknesses, triumphs and failures, and through their stories, I am able to better myself by learning from their experiences.
Each instructor was responsible for five class meetings throughout the semester. The president, who is a professor of psychology, based his approach on the individual's search for meaning from a psychological perspective. For the five class meetings in this level of analysis, students read and listened to excerpts from the musical Into the Woods, watched and analyzed The Matrix and excerpts from interviews with Joseph Campbell, episodes of Star Trek: The Next Generation, and read A Christmas Carol, the Book of Job, and The Secret Life of Bees. Students also reflected on their personal journeys to find meaning.
Sondheim and Lapine's musical Into the Woods provided an overview introduction to the journey for personal meaning. The story begins with well-known fairy tales (e.g., "Jack and the Beanstalk," "Rapunzel," "Cinderella," "Little Red Riding Hood," "Snow White," and "Sleeping Beauty") playing out in the ways we typically learn them. However, the second act speculates on what would happen to the characters if life as we know it continued. The personal growth and insights the characters have form the deeper meaning of the musical, and serve as a way to introduce students to the personal search for meaning by having them reflect on the transformations of the fairy tale characters and how they relate to Joseph Campbell's own views on the journey.
The Matrix served as a catalyst for reflection on three aspects of the hero's journey: The Call, Threshold, and Hell 1. In the film, the main character, Neo's (and to some extent Trinity's) growing realization that he is "The One" results in his reluctant acceptance of his role (the Call) and his subsequent facing significant trials (Hell 1). Because nearly all of the students were extremely familiar with the film, they were able to watch and discuss it on a much different and deeper level. Among the various perspectives of analysis was a comparison between The Matrix and Plato's "cave" in terms of whether people know what is real. This class period was highly effective; students easily made links among popular culture, philosophy, psychology, and personal experience.
Charles Dickens' A Christmas Carol and Orson Welles' classic film Citizen Kane also reflected several aspects of the journey, but, as used in class, especially Hell 2 and Atonement. The focus for this class was on Scrooge's trials, particularly the Ghost of Christmas Future and his subsequent change of heart in contrast to Charles Kane's personal misfortunes with his relationships and his refusal to change. The difference in outcomes for the principle characters in these stories was used to have students reflect on how the Atonement phase of the journey is a choice and not a predetermined outcome.
Lastly, Kidd's book The Secret Life of Bees served as a summary of all the themes in the course. Lily's personal search for her mother and ultimately for herself provided a framework for students to think about leaving their own families, the trials they face, and the possibility of eventual redemption. Although few students had traveled the South at age 14 looking for clues concerning their mothers, they could easily relate to many aspects of Lily's struggles with the meaning of her life.
The vice president for student affairs, who is also an associate professor of education, focused on the personal search for meaning and attempted to "ground the course materials into everyday life." During these five class meetings students read Leading with Soul, and The Five People You Meet in Heaven; watched and discussed the movie, Tuesdays with Morrie; completed a lifeline project; and reflected on their roles as leaders.
In reading Leading with Soul, the students learned more about their personal search and calling, conviction, and the four gifts of authorship, love, power, and significance. The authors state, "The search for meaning, purpose, wholeness, and integration is a constant never-ending task." (Bolman & Deal, 2001, 43) The story begins with the following excerpt, An old sage was once walking along a path very much like this one. Another man, not much younger than you, approached from the other direction. The young man's eyes were so riveted to the path that he bumped into the sage. The sage looked at him sternly and asked him where he was going. To catch my future, he said. How do you know you haven't already passed it? (Bolman & Deal, 2001, 30) The students in the class related well to Steve, the man in the story, and appreciated the advice of Maria. One of the students noted, I found a quote that has stayed with me as well, one which I have always found to hold true. It said 'follow the highway and you'll probably arrive at a destination; follow your heart and you may leave a trail.' I find this to be very applicable to life because I prefer to follow my heart and walk to the beat of my own drum versus conforming to what society deems to be the 'correct' way of doing things. In this course, I have been allowed to express myself on the behalf of my own opinions regardless of worrying if they were right or wrong.
A part of searching for meaning is related to the gifts possessed and shared with others. The students in the course were challenged to think about the gifts they possess within the context of authorship, love, power, and significance and their life journey. To further understand the hero's journey in connection with personal gifts and personal experiences, each student completed a lifeline. One student noted, "The lifeline project we did made me realize how I depend upon my relationships with others." The Lifeline project is from The Leadership Challenge by Kouzes and Posner. The instructions for the project include drawing a horizontal line, or lifeline, from as far back as one can remember to present time. The next step is to think about peaks or high points and valleys or low points over time and mark accordingly on the lifeline. Next to each peak and valley is a description of the event.
This was a powerful exercise for the students and helped to solidify a better understanding of their individual search for meaning. One student described the exercise, One of the most interesting assignments we did in the course was the lifeline. I never really analyzed my past before, and when I did I noticed a few patterns. The most obvious one was the fact that my lowest lows were followed by my highest highs. Whenever things were bad, it wasn't long before they got a whole lot better. It's a very encouraging observation! Furthermore, I noticed that my happiness is directly related to the people I'm around. My saddest moments are when I isolate myself, and my happiest moments are when I'm around the people I care most about. I grew up as a reserved, reclusive academic-type. Though I'm still academic, college radically changed my life and let me really come out of my "shell." This has resulted in one of my highest highs and continues to enrich my life. College really did turn out to be great! Other themes and patterns that emerged from this exercise were a greater understanding of self, a realization that peaks had purpose, valleys lead to learning, relationships were central, divorce was a valley and significant for many students, sharing of self with others was a peak. Other students realized that the world did not revolve around them and agreed to not dwell on what could have been.
One of the valleys discussed in class revolved around loss and death and was related to the stage of the journey as Hell 1 and Hell 2. Several of the students had experienced loss of loved ones, loss of relationships, loss of pets, and loss of security/stability in their lives. Even though the students experienced significant losses in their lives they realized that life rebounded. In Leading with Soul the authors noted, "Acceptance of fear and imperfection and a willingness to undertake the journey anyway transport us to life's deepest core, the inner value, the rapture that is associated with being alive" (Bolman and Deal, 2001, 65) .
To further understand loss and death as a part of wholeness and searching for meaning, the students viewed Tuesdays with Morrie and read The Five People You Meet in Heaven. In the movie Morrie teaches many lessons about life's journey and meaning. He believes, "When you know how to die, you know how to live" (Albom, 1997, 82) .
The executive vice president, who is a professor of ethics, law and policy, focused on the larger societal implications of the search for meaning. He built on the foundation laid by the president in earlier sessions that myth served four primary functions: a mystical function, a cosmological function, a sociological function, and a pedagogical function. The mystical function is the question of meaning itself, whether there is a transcendental basis for being that is purposeful. A cosmology is a system of ideas intended to explain existence. These functions, in some sense, were present in the presentations of all three instructors, as were the sociological and pedagogical functions. The executive vice president's focus on the societal implications of the search for meaning especially stressed the sociological and pedagogical functions of myth. The sociological function is essential to validate and maintain a certain social order, something often implicit in individual choices. The pedagogical function denotes a system or practice of teaching and schooled explanation, story telling, or argument, by which a person is guided through the stages of his or her professional life. This is usually in accord with some form of societal archetype or collective value system. In this sense, the "point" of a myth is typically a moral or profound insight that can be widely shared. In essence then, the role of mythic discourse in elucidating the societal implications of the search for meaning was shown to be that myth essentially deals, as pointed out by Campbell, with the "transformation of consciousness."
The class read Synchonicity by Jaworski and was able to consider the issue of The Call in a different perspective. They discussed the question of whether there is any such thing as coincidence and whether there is a deeper level of meaning in chance encounters (the main issue from the book). This notion of whether there is another level to existence, if we would only notice it, permeated much of the material for this aspect of the course. For example, students were pushed to envision the possibilities if humans were to design a society on another world (one aspect of The Spacekind Declaration of Independence and related readings), and the extent to which there are such things as inalienable rights. If so, the hero's journey may be constrained in terms of the way it is expressed in practice. To the extent that the hero's journey involves righting wrongs (as discussed in Kingdom Come), then the commonality of the journey across cultures could be interpreted as indicating that there is commonality in humans' views of "right" and "wrong" (as expressed in aspects of Envoys of Mankind and Birth of a Global Civilization).
The most important points in this level of analysis of the search for meaning were that the personal meanings people derive individually and in terms of social interaction, have necessary and logical connections with how societies themselves create meaning. The fundamental premise discussed at length was the concept that society is largely the reflection and extension of individuals' own perceptions of meaning, and that the amalgamation of these perceptions into a social construction of reality affords the opportunity to create a whole that is greater than the sum of its parts.
In this sense, the class was again brought full circle to the perspective that was enunciated at the beginning of the seminar and the perspective that the seminar was really about the search for meaning. Myth was the organizing principle. The structure of the hero myth was used as the organizing theme around which to provide illustrations from all the perspectives represented by the readings and the audio-visual performances. Thus, the adventure of the "hero" could be that of a unique hero, such as Odysseus, Luke Skywalker, or Captain Kirk, or it could be that of an ordinary individual lifetime to the extent that each person must confront challenges and obstacles in his or her quest for ultimate fulfillment, happiness, and love. The executive vice president's portion of the seminar illustrated how this quest is inseparable from the development of society in that it denotes so many other things in society. Examples include the courage it takes to seek fulfillment against the odds, and the positive contribution to society that such fulfillment produces including products like justice, equity, fairness, discovery, opportunity, loyalty, faithfulness, and community, the jurisprudential, sociological, ethical and pedagogical byproducts of the hero's journey.
What did the students learn in this course and how are they applying the lessons to their continued search for meaning? The students in the class were asked in September 2005 to provide a short reflection on how the lessons and experiences from the seminar are being applied in their lives. One student noted, ______________________________________________________________________________ When I decided to take Life Choices: The Search for Meaning, I really had no idea what to expect; however, the lessons that I learned from that class will stay with me for the rest of my life. Because of the knowledge attained from this class, I feel like I have more of a grip on my own life. I can think more clearly about how events pertain to the big picture of my life. It was not a class taken to learn some facts, but a class to learn about life and use the knowledge learned for the rest of our lives.
Another student stated, After taking the Life Choices seminar, I began to view my college experience in a whole new light. Before the course, I saw life as a chore to be accomplished rather than an adventure to be lived. Thanks to Life Choices, I have realized that no one is guaranteed a tomorrow, so we all need to make the most out of today. I will carry this lesson with me always.
In conclusion, the impact of teaching the course was more significant for all of us than we expected. Even though we had high hopes for the course and were excited about the team teaching, the synergy among the instructors and the students was amazing. As other colleagues began to hear us talk about the challenging discussions and free flow of consciousness in the class, they began to attend as observers. Even now, during discussions of life events or difficult administrative issues, a colleague will mention an insight or an aphorism from the class. In addition, the course gave us the opportunity to think about how different aspects of life interconnect. The interactions with the students really propelled this. Their insights across the different aspects of the hero's and heroine's journey and across the different levels of analysis opened new ways of thinking for us. Adding in the contributions from the other instructors made the course a true mind stretching experience.
Each of us came away with a perspective on the challenges of life and their meanings that were broader and deeper than we had before, and the friendships that we made with the students have endured. Many of the students have assumed positions of leadership and influence in student life. The whole experience was very gratifying.
